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Abstract 

As the world is transitioning to a low carbon economy, there are various energy issues that have 

arisen not only in the developing world but also the developed world. These rotate around the 

energy access, energy poverty and energy security challenges that must be addressed in 

different countries. The crucial role of energy in our everyday lives can no longer be 

underestimated. Energy is used in our homes for cooking, lighting. It is also used in hospitals, 

industries and other sectors of the economy. Despite of this, hundreds of millions of people still 

lack even basic access to modern energy such as electricity, natural gas, and liquefied natural 

gas (LNG) for lighting and cooking, respectively. In the Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) region for 

instance, over 600 million people lack access to modern energy. For the developed world like 

the United Kingdom, in recent years they have been struggling with energy poverty challenges, 

specifically, issues of affordability, as most people have been finding it hard to pay for the 

energy bills. Despite these energy challenges, there have been debate to limit the reliance of 

certain types of energy such as fossil fuels, which are considered to be the main contributor to 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions (GHE), that are associated with climate change.  

This book chapter therefore, is intended to explore the energy access challenges in SSA, and 

analyse the effectiveness of the energy transition initiatives. The chapter will also draw more 

attention to the realities of the energy progression dialogue in both the global north and global 

south. 
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1. Introduction 

Discussions about energy access might seem theoretical, but when put in a practical 

perspective, we realise how urgent it is to address energy challenges. Energy is central to 

addressing the major global challenges of the twenty-first century including poverty, climate 

change, famine, and environmental degradation, to mention but a few.1 However, not all types 

of energy can address these challenges. Consequently, when discussing energy access, it 

becomes imperative to distinguish modern energy from traditional energy. This can be achieved 

by among others, looking at the quality of energy used. For instance, with regard to traditional 

energy, candles, kerosene, and lamps are used for lighting; and firewood for cooking.2 Over-

reliance on traditional energy and having limited/no access to modern energy is basically what 

is referred to as “energy poverty” and in some instances energy access. In reality, the concept 

of energy access and energy poverty is complex, especially with regard to understanding or 

agreeing on where energy poverty ends or what energy access really entails and means.3 Issues 

may arise as to whether a household which shifts from firewood and adopts modern stoves for 

cooking and a small solar panel for lighting up a few bulbs can qualify as one with access to 

modern energy: And if so, what about energy for business such as that needed in industries and 

large-scale farming? 

Moving forward, we note that achieving energy access is a global goal as stipulated in the 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDG. UN SDG 7 specifically is focused 

on ensuring that all the people have access to modern energy.4 Though it might seem straight 

forward, achieving the UN SDG 7 has become more complex in the 21st century. This is due to 

various factors including the unique character of the energy sector, which basically requires the 

cooperation of different stakeholders to ensure that there are required finances, technology and 

relevant energy infrastructure.5 In addition to this, is the global move to shift to a low carbon 

economy, which in essence necessitates us to stop relying on certain energy resources such as 

 
1 Nalule, V.R., 2018. Energy poverty and access challenges in sub-Saharan Africa: The role of region-

alism. Springer. 
2 Leal-Arcas, R., Peykova, M., Nalule, V. and Kara, P., 2019. Decarbonizing the energy sector. J. Ani-

mal & Nat. Resource L., 15, p.173. 
3 Nalule, V.R., 2018. Energy poverty and access challenges in sub-Saharan Africa: The role of region-

alism. Springer. 
4 Leal-Arcas, R., Peykova, M., Nalule, V. and Kara, P., 2019. Decarbonizing the energy sector. J. Ani-

mal & Nat. Resource L., 15, p.173. 
5 Nalule, V.R., 2020. Transitioning to a low carbon economy: Is Africa ready to bid farewell to fossil 

fuels?. The Palgrave Handbook of Managing Fossil Fuels and Energy Transitions, pp.261-286. 
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the fossil fuels. Consequently, there are various questions which arise when it comes to 

addressing energy access, especially in this energy transition and climate change era.6 These 

questions include among others: 

1. How effective are the available initiatives to address energy access in Sub-Saharan 

Africa? 

2. Are the energy transition initiatives a barrier to addressing energy access in developing 

countries? 

3. Could energy progression ensure that developing countries address energy access in a 

progressive manner? 

The above questions will be addressed in this book chapter through three sections, this being 

the introduction. Section two looks at the energy access challenges in Africa. Section three 

addresses the impacts of energy transition initiatives in addressing energy access. The section 

also discusses the concept of energy progression and illustrates how this is practically playing 

out in recent years. The concluding remarks are also spotlighted in section three. 

Often, the term energy access is used inter-changeably with that of energy poverty. Basically, 

energy poverty is defined as the absence of sufficient choice in accessing adequate, affordable, 

reliable, quality, safe, and environmentally benign energy services to support economic and 

human development. It is also argued that energy poverty can take different forms including a 

lack of access to modern energy services, a lack of reliability, and concerns about affordability 

of access.7 The energy poverty term is mostly interchanged with that of energy access, and as 

such both terms will be used interchangeably in this book chapter. 

However, in recent years, there have been concerns on the need to re-define the energy poverty 

term especially in SSA. SSA is a major region of Africa covering approximately 27,000 square 

kilometres. Geographically, SSA consists of the part of the African continent that lies south of 

the Sahara Desert. Politically, it consists of all African countries that are fully or partially 

located south of the Sahara, with the notable exception of Sudan.8 In energy terms, the SSA 

region is home to abundant energy resources including both fossil fuels and renewables. 

Practically speaking, SSA countries are not energy poor since they have abundant energy 

 
6 Nalule, V.R., 2021. How to respond to energy transitions in Africa: introducing the energy progression 

dialogue. Energy Transitions and the Future of the African Energy Sector: Law, Policy and Governance, 
pp.3-35. 
7 Nalule, V.R., 2018. Energy poverty and access challenges in sub-Saharan Africa: The role of region-

alism. Springer. 
8 Ibid  
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resources. Is it rather a matter of managing and utilising all the available energy resources. The 

global perception regarding Africa has got to change.9 Often, the continent has been a magnet 

for foreign aid, because it is often described as poor. However, in energy terms, this is not the 

case. SSA countries are rich in various natural resources including both renewable energy and 

fossil fuels as illustrated in the table below: 

Table 1: Energy Resources in some African countries. 

Country  Energy Type  Details 

Ghana Oil Ghana has approximately 2.5bn barrels of proven oil resources; 

94% of the oil resources are located offshore and the remainder 

onshore 

Mozambique Gas Approximately 204,750 bcf of proven gas resources, of which 

90% are located offshore and the remainder onshore 

Angola Oil and gas Has approximately 17.6bn barrels of oil resources, almost 95% 

of which are located offshore. As of 2017, the country had 

almost 33,000bcf gas 

Uganda  Oil and Gas Uganda's confirmed petroleum resource base is currently 

estimated at 6.5 billion barrels of Stock Tank Oil-Initially-In-

Place (STOIIP). Of this, between 1.4 to 1.7 billion barrels are 

estimated to be recoverable. 

Tanzania Natural Gas In 2020, Tanzania's natural gas reserves stood at 57.5 trillion 

cubic feet. 

 

As illustrated in the Table 1 above, SSA countries have abundant energy wealth, and as such, 

it can be argued that they are not energy poor, but rather, they need to manage and transform 

the available resources to benefit their citizens.10 

 
9 Nalule, V.R., 2018. Energy poverty and access challenges in sub-Saharan Africa: The role of region-

alism. Springer. 
10 Nalule, V.R., 2020. Transitioning to a low carbon economy: Is Africa ready to bid farewell to fossil 

fuels?. The Palgrave Handbook of Managing Fossil Fuels and Energy Transitions, pp.261-286. 



5 
 

It is imperative to note that although this book chapter focuses on energy access/poverty in the 

developing countries, specifically those in SSA, energy poverty has also been documented as 

a challenge in the developed countries. Recent literature points to the fact that even countries 

which have acquired universal and reliable access to modern energy still encounter 

affordability challenges.11 The IEA, based on the methodology of the spending measure and on 

survey responses on whether households are able to keep their homes sufficiently warm, 

estimates that over 15% of the total population in developed economies suffers from energy 

poverty.12 

 

2. Energy Access Challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa 

As illustrated in the previous section, SSA is rich in energy resources including both fossil fuels 

and renewables. However, there are pertinent energy access challenges in some of the SSA 

countries. These challenges include: 

• Inadequate electricity supply 

• Unreliable electricity supply 

• Heavy reliance on inefficient forms of energy such as traditional biomass such as 

charcoal and firewood 

Energy access challenges have led to deaths in some countries. For instance, in Uganda, it was 

reported that more than one hundred fifty people died in the Jinja referral hospital in 2021 due 

to power cuts.13 In the same year, it was reported that the Gulu regional referral hospital run 

short of oxygen due to power outages experienced within the city.14 Besides death in hospitals, 

in door air pollution has also been reported to cause several deaths. For instance, in the Southern 

African Development Community (SADC) region, it has been reported that more than 153,000 

 
11 Nalule, V.R. and Nalule, V.R., 2019. Energy Access in Sub-Saharan Africa. Energy Poverty and Ac-

cess Challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa: The role of regionalism, pp.21-39. 
12 See Warschauer, M. and Ames, M., 2010. Can one laptop per child save the world’s poor? Journal 

of International Affairs, 64(1), pp. 33–51. 
13 Monitor News, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/in-

dex.html. Last accessed on 01/08/203 
14 The Independent, https://www.independent.co.ug/gulu-hospital-struggles-to-treat-patients-in-icu-

over-power-outage/. Last accessed on 01/08/2023 

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/index.html
https://www.independent.co.ug/gulu-hospital-struggles-to-treat-patients-in-icu-over-power-outage/
https://www.independent.co.ug/gulu-hospital-struggles-to-treat-patients-in-icu-over-power-outage/
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people die each year from household pollution resulting from indoor burning of solid fuels such 

as traditional biomass for cooking and heating.15 

The link between energy access and the other UN SDGs has been elaborated in various 

literature.16 Though the SDGs are highly recognised as capable of addressing the pressing 

global problems, these have also been harshly described by Lancet, who referred to them as 

“fairy tales, dressed in the bureaucratese of intergovernmental narcissism, adorned with the 

robes of multilateral paralysis, and poisoned by the acid of nation-state failure.”17 Lancet 

argues that there is a need to measure the full meaning of sustainability if the SDGs are to be 

successful.18 Additionally, other scholars argue that there is a need to pay attention to the inter-

linkages in the three areas including across sectors; across societal actors; and between and 

among low, medium-, and high-income countries.19 Below, we summarise the link between the 

UN SDG 7 on energy access and other SDGs. 

Table 2. Link between UN SDG 7 and other SDGs 

Energy Access and Health 

Ensuring healthy lives is the third goal of the SDGs. Tere are various health challenges including 

among others child deaths, maternal deaths, and epidemic diseases such as AIDS, malaria, and 

tuberculosis.20 Estimates indicate that more than six million children die before their fifth birthday 

each year.21 In this regard, one of the UN target goals is to end preventable deaths of new-borns 

and children under five years of age. 

The connection between energy and healthy living lies in the fact that lack of access to modern 

energy implies that many people in SSA will use traditional energy such as firewood for cooking 

and this definitely has various negative effects to the lives of the people especially due to the indoor 

air pollution. The IEA report indicates that household air pollution due to over-reliance on 

 
15 Nalule, V.R. and Nalule, V.R., 2019. Regionalism in Addressing Energy Access Challenges. Energy 

Poverty and Access Challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa: The role of regionalism, pp.41-89. 
16 Nalule, V.R. and Nalule, V.R., 2019. Energy Access in Sub-Saharan Africa. Energy Poverty and Ac-

cess Challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa: The role of regionalism, pp.21-39. 
17 See Horton, R., 2014. Offline: Why the sustainable development goals will fail. The Lancet, 

383(9936), p. 2196 
18 See Horton, R., 2014. Offline: Why the sustainable development goals will fail. The Lancet, 

383(9936), p. 2196 
19 Horton, R., 2014. Offline: Why the sustainable development goals will fail. The Lancet, 383(9936), p. 

2196. 
20 See UN Sustainable Development Goals at http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/health/, last 

visited on 12 June 2023. 
21 ibid 
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traditional energy is responsible for 2.8 million premature deaths every year.22 In fact, one of the 

targets for goal three is “to reduce the number of deaths and illnesses from hazardous chemicals 

and air, water, and soil pollution and contamination”.23 Additionally, health care services such as 

hospitals require energy such as electricity to operate effectively, and as such it becomes hard to 

achieve the third goal of SDGs if the majority of people have no access to modern energy. 

Energy Access and Poverty eradication 

The first of the SDGs is to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere”. Basically, energy access is a 

major problem because it has escalated the level of poverty in the SSA region. It is however 

important to note that lack of access to modern energy may not be considered by other scholars as 

the main cause of poverty in developing countries. There are other factors that ought to be 

considered including corruption, poor governance, lack of economic diversification, inequality in 

resource distribution, and many other factors some of which may be unique to a particular country 

in question, for instance political instability It has also been recognised that improved forms of 

energy are not sufficient conditions for development and as such other factors including 

infrastructure developments need to be considered.24 There are also arguments that poverty just 

like apartheid and slavery is man-made and as such human solutions can help in eradicating it 

completely in Africa.25 Additionally, other scholars have highlighted gender inequality in education 

as a source of poverty and low economic growth in developing countries.26 

Although the number of people living on less than USD 1.90 a day fell from 57% in 1990 to 43% 

in 2012, the number of poor people on the other hand increased by more than 100 million (from 

288 to 389 million). Moreover, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is also estimated to have 

declined in 2015, to 3.7%, from 4.6% in 2014.27 This therefore proves that poverty is escalating 

globally, thus making it a major issue to be addressed nationally, regionally, and internationally. 

 
22 See International Energy Agency: World Outlook Special Report, 2017, Page 28 
23 See UN Sustainable Development Goals at http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/health/, last 

visited on 12 June 2023 
24 Cecelski, E. and Policy, A.A.E., 2002. Enabling equitable access to rural electrification: Current think-

ing and major activities in energy, poverty and gender. World Development Report, 1, pp. 2–3. 
25 See Nelson Mandela’s speech in London’s Trafalgar Square for the campaign to end poverty in the 

developing world, 2005. It can be accessed at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/4232603. stm 
26 See Abu-Ghaida, D. and Klasen, S., 2004. The costs of missing the Millennium Development Goal 

on gender equity. World Development, 32(7), pp. 1075–1107; Ansell, N., 2017. Achieving gender parity 
in education: Achievements and limitations of Millennium Development Goal 3. Laboring and Learning, 
pp. 111–130. 
27 World Bank: Overview, http://www.worldbank.org/en/region/afr/overview#1, last visited on 21 June 

2023 
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Energy Access and Hunger eradication 

The second SDG is to end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote 

sustainable agriculture. The link between energy and agriculture is the ability of small-scale farmers 

in developing countries to use electricity and diesel for irrigation. In India for instance, there are 

about 84.3% small farm holders who require secure water supply through irrigation to grow their 

crops.28 Often, small-scale farmers in SSA just like in India use ground water for irrigation—by 

using pumps which are operated by diesel or electricity.29 Rahman and Bhatt while advocating for 

the use of solar energy in the Indian agriculture sector argue that “the energy squeeze in the country 

undermines the adoption of broad range precision irrigation technologies and stable and profitable 

productivity of small scale farmers”.30 The lack of access to energy therefore implies that many 

small-scale farmers and their families will be at the risk of dying of hunger and the agricultural 

sector will also be heavily affected. 

Additionally, besides irrigation, some farmers also use agricultural tools and machines which 

require energy such as electricity or diesel to operate. In this regard, there is enormous literature 

which argues that electricity as a form of energy is essential in the irrigated agriculture sector, 

largely due to the fact that this sector has become more modernised and as such the rising energy 

costs affect irrigated farming.31 Moreover, the connection between energy and water is also well 

documented.32 Electricity is also key in the food preservative process for instance through 

refrigeration. This therefore makes access to modern energy essential in achieving the UN goal two 

of ending hunger. 

 
28 Rahman, A. and Bhatt, B.P., 2017. Scope and options of solar energy use in agriculture in eastern 

region of India. Journal of AgriSearch, 4(1) 
29 Rahman, A. and Bhatt, B.P., 2017. Scope and options of solar energy use in agriculture in eastern 

region of India. Journal of AgriSearch, 4(1) 
30 Rahman, A. and Bhatt, B.P., 2017. Scope and options of solar energy use in agriculture in eastern 

region of India. Journal of AgriSearch, 4(1) 
31 Langarita, R., Chóliz, J.S., Sarasa, C., Duarte, R. and Jiménez, S., 2017. Electricity costs in irrigated 

agriculture: A case study for an irrigation scheme in Spain. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Re-
views, 68, pp. 1008–1019. 
32 Lecina, S., Isidoro, D., Playán, E. and Aragüés, R., 2010. Irrigation modernization and water conser-

vation in Spain: The case of Riegos del Alto Aragón. Agricultural Water Management, 97(10), pp. 1663–
1675; Rodríguez-Díaz, J.A., Pérez-Urrestarazu, L., Camacho-Poyato, E. and Montesinos, P., 2011. 
The paradox of irrigation scheme modernization: More efficient water use linked to higher energy de-
mand. Spanish Journal of Agricultural Research, 9(4), pp. 1000–1008 
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Source: Extracted from V. Nalule, Energy Poverty and Access challenges in Sub-Saharan 

Africa: The Role of Regionalism.33 

 

Existing Initiatives to Tackle the Challenge of Energy Access in SSA  

There are already existing initiatives to tackle the challenge of energy access; however, the 

problem is still escalating in SSA. The active participation of various sectors at the regional, 

national, and international level has indeed been encouraged. In recent years, we have seen an 

increase in several initiatives—bilateral, multilateral, and non-governmental initiatives—some 

of which work closely with SSA governments and regional bodies such as the African Union 

(AU), the African Development Bank, and the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

among others in order to tackle the challenge of energy access. These initiatives include among 

others Sustainable Energy for All (SE4ALL) initiative, Japan’s power infrastructure support 

programme, the US Power Africa initiative, and the EnDev programme (Germany, the 

Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and others). Some of the existing initiatives are discussed 

here. There is however a need for strong coordination among these various initiatives to avoid 

unnecessary duplication and to be able to ensure a maximum degree of synergy.34 In the next 

section, we shall explore the energy transition and energy progression concepts, and their 

impact on address energy access/poverty.35 

 

3. The Energy Transition and Energy Progression: How to practically address Energy 

Poverty? 

In this section, we discuss energy access challenges, by reflecting on both the Energy 

Transition and Energy Progression concepts and initiatives. 

3.1. What is the Energy Transition 

There is no agreed definition of what the energy transition means. However, it is basically 

understood as a shift from fossil fuels to renewables.  

 
33 Nalule, V.R., 2018. Energy poverty and access challenges in sub-Saharan Africa: The role of region-

alism. Springer. 
34 For a detailed discussion see, Nalule, V.R., 2018. Energy poverty and access challenges in sub-

Saharan Africa: The role of regionalism. Springer. 
35 Ibid  
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The International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), for instance, defines energy transition 

as a pathway towards the transformation of the global energy sector from fossil-based to zero-

carbon by the second half of this century. According to IRENA, the focus of this transition is 

to tackle climate change by reducing energy-related CO2 emissions and thereby increasing 

renewable energy and energy efficiency measures while at the same time reducing the 

consumption of fossil fuels.36 

The energy transition is therefore influenced by various factors including geography; social 

and economic situation; political climate; availability of energy resources; the country’s energy 

strategy. Recognizing the differences in societies, literature has flourished discussing terms 

such as energy justice, climate justice and just transition.37 Climate justice takes into account 

the need to share the benefits and burdens of climate change from a human rights perspective; 

energy justice refers to the application of human rights across the energy lifecycle:38 and 

environmental justice aims to treat all citizens equally and to involve them in the development, 

implementation and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations and policies.39 

The urgent need to shift to a low carbon economy is inspired by the need to address climate 

change. The UN SDG 13 is focused on climate action. Additionally, the UN Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) issued a warning in 2018 that humanity had just twelve years 

to limit global warming to below 2 °C. Albeit, energy, especially fossil fuels, are the main 

contributor to climate change as it produces around 60% of greenhouse gases. 

Whereas there is a need to phase out fossil fuels, we must recognise that reliable data shows 

that 3 billion people which is more than 40% of the world population, are still relying on 

polluting and unhealthy fuels for cooking.40 The figures are worrying in Africa as reports show 

 
36 International Renewable Energy Agency. 2018. Energy Transition. https://www.irena.org/energytran-

sition. 
37 Heffron, R.J. and McCauley, D., 2018. What Is ‘Just Transition’? Geoforum 88: 74–77. 
38 Jenkins, K., McCauley, D., Heffron, R., Stephan, H. and Rehner, R. 2016. Energy Justice: A Concep-

tual Review. Energy Research & Social Science 11: 174–182; Sovacool, B.K. and Dworkin, M.H., 2015. 
Energy Justice: Conceptual Insights and Practical Applications. Applied Energy 142: 435–444. 
39 Heffron, R.J. and McCauley, D., 2018. What Is ‘Just Transition’? Geoforum 88: 74–77. 
40 United Nations Development Programme: SDG 7 on Clean Energy. Can be accessed at, 

https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-7- affordable-and-
clean-energy.html. 
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that 600 million people do not have access to electricity, and around 900 million people lack 

access to clean cooking facilities.41 

 Although the African continent is endowed with massive renewable energy sources including 

wind, solar and hydropower: the anticipated urbanisation and population growth will 

necessitate the utilisation of all the available energy resources, including fossil fuels. The 

International Energy Agency (IEA) data reveals that the African continent will become the 

most populous region by 2023, as one-in-two people added to the world population between 

today and 2040 are set to be African.42 The anticipated boom in population growth, 

urbanisation and industrialisation will necessitate an increase in energy demand and 

consumption on the African continent.  

Although the energy transition presents various opportunities including tackling climate 

change, job creation through investments in renewable energy and technological transfer: if not 

well managed, the energy transition could also escalate energy access and poverty challenges 

in SSA.43 

As noted earlier, the energy transitions are focused on the need to address climate change by 

shifting from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources. There is no doubt that fossil fuels have 

powered the industrialisation and economic development of many developed countries, and it 

would only be fair for developing countries such as those in Africa to benefit from these 

resources.44 However, due to energy transition initiatives, we experienced a ban on funding for 

fossil fuels.  

The need to tackle climate change and the lowering costs for renewable technology have in 

recent years made many companies and financial institutions to question their investment plans 

in fossil fuels. In Norway, for instance, there has been a halt in fossil fuel investments. In June 

2020, the Norwegian parliament recommended that the Sovereign wealth fund sells off more 

 
41 United Nations Development Programme: SDG 7 on Clean Energy. Can be accessed at, 

https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-7- affordable-and-
clean-energy.html 
42 IEA. 2019. Africa Energy Outlook 2019, IEA, Paris https://www.iea.org/reports/africa-energyoutlook-

2019. 
43 Nalule, V.R., 2021. How to respond to energy transitions in Africa: introducing the energy progres-

sion dialogue. Energy Transitions and the Future of the African Energy Sector: Law, Policy and Gov-
ernance, pp.3-35. 
44 Nalule, V.R., 2021. How to respond to energy transitions in Africa: introducing the energy progression 

dialogue. Energy Transitions and the Future of the African Energy Sector: Law, Policy and Governance, 
pp.3-35. 
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than $10 billion of stocks in companies related to fossil fuels.45 This, in practice, implies that 

the country is shifting from fossil fuels to clean energy. In this respect, the Wealth Fund can no 

longer invest in companies that mine more than 20 million tonnes of coal annually or generate 

more than 10,000 MW of power using coal.46 Besides Norway, in November 2019, The 

European Investment Bank (EIB), approved a policy to ban funding for oil, gas and coal 

projects at the end of 2021. Since 2013, the EIB has funded a € 13.4bn of fossil fuel projects, 

and in 2018 alone, it funded about € 2bn worth of projects. With the ban, however, no more 

fossil fuel projects will be funded after 2021, although gas projects could still be funded as long 

as they are utilising clean technologies such as carbon capture and storage, combining heat and 

power generation, or mixing in renewable gases with the fossil natural gas.47 Besides the 

reduction in fossil fuel funding, climate activists have also put massive pressure on investors. 

For instance, in June 2019, Kenya halted the Lamu coal power project due to environmental 

concerns.48 Protests against coal projects have also been evidenced in European countries such 

as Germany.49 

Why Energy Progression? 

A wholesome energy transition has proved impractical in recent years. This is due to the fact 

that even countries that had made progress to stop reliance on fossil fuels, are now eager to 

embrace more investments in these resources. All these are pointing to the progressive nature 

of energy use, which was summarised as energy progression.50 For instance, in 2022 some 

countries in the Global North, which had initially made progress to achieve the net-zero targets, 

have without doubt witnessed a ‘backward energy transition’.51 The geopolitics in Europe 

(Russia–Ukraine war), coupled with ineffective energy policies and the divestment in fossil 

 
45 Forbes: Norway Wealth Fund to Dumb Fossil Fuels Stock. 12 June 2020. Can be accessed at, 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidnikel/2019/06/12/norway-wealth-fund-to-dumpfossil-fuel-stocks-
worth-billions-in-environmental-move/#4dbb5c9748a3 
46 ibid 
47 BBC News: European Investment Bank Drops Fossil Fuel Funding. 14 November 2019. Can be ac-

cessed at, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-50427873. 
48 BBC News: Kenya halts Lamu Coal Power Project. 26 June 2019. Can be accessed at, https:// 

www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-48771519. 
49 BBC News: Climate Protesters Storm Garzweiler Coalmine in Germany. 23 June 2019. Can be ac-

cessed at, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-48734321. 
50 Nalule, V.R., 2021. How to respond to energy transitions in Africa: introducing the energy progression 

dialogue. Energy Transitions and the Future of the African Energy Sector: Law, Policy and Governance, 
pp.3-35. 
51 Dr Victoria R Nalule, ‘Backward Energy Transition’, www.youtube.com/watch?v=F15UCgI-

QiTw&t=141s. Last accessed on 10 October 2022. 
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fuels,52 partly contributed to the global energy crisis. As a result of the hiked oil and gas prices, 

many developed countries opted for fossil fuels. Ideally, with energy transitions, countries 

should be able to shift from traditional energy to modern energy; from fossil fuels to renewa-

bles.53 However, the energy crisis led developed countries such as the United Kingdom to em-

brace firewood,54 and Germany reopened its coal-fired power plants.55 In essence, this is what 

is referred to as the ‘backward energy transition’.56 This therefore brings us to the need to 

embrace energy progression. 

 

The Progressive Nature of Energy Use 

Energy progression recognizes the differences in societies and the need to consider these 

differences when shifting from one energy source to another. Understanding and responding to 

the progressive nature of energy use is crucial in solving the energy access challenges 

experienced in developing countries. Europe is an excellent example of the progressive 

character of energy use, for instance, initially, in the nineteenth century, the focus for European 

countries was to shift from wood and waterpower to coal; in the twentieth century the focus 

was to shift from coal to oil; in the twenty-first century, the focus is to shift from fossil fuels to 

renewable energy. On the contrary, the focus for most countries in SSA is to shift from wood 

to electricity grids (even if these are powered by high-carbon intensity energy resources such 

as coal).57 

One of the recognized and celebrated energy progressions in Europe was a historical shift from 

biomass to fossil fuels. The nineteenth century was characterized by industrialization 

necessitating the transition from wood and waterpower to coal in the nineteenth century, or 

 
52 Dr Victoria R Nalule, ‘Ineffective Energy Policies’, https://youtu.be/3k5E09ZkaGk. Last ac-

cessed on 10 October 2022. 
53 For a discussion on modern energy and traditional energy, see Nalule VR. Energy Poverty and 

Access Challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa: The Role of Regionalism. Cham: Springer Nature; 2018. 
54 Vaughan A. ‘UK energy crisis sparks rush for firewood despite air pollution fears’, New Scientist, 

2 September 2022. www.newscientist.com/article/2336109-uk-energy-crisis-sparks-rush-for-firewood-
despite-air-pollution-fears. Last accessed on 10 October 2022. 
55 Nalule, V.R., 2023. 3 Modernisation of the Mining Laws and Key Issues for Consideration in Af-

rica. Mining Law and Governance in Africa: Transformation and Innovation for a Sustainable Mining 
Sector. 
56 Dr Victoria R Nalule, ‘Backward Energy Transition’, www.youtube.com/watch?v=F15UCgI-

QiTw&t=82s. Last accessed on 4 October 2022. 
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from coal to oil in the twentieth.58 On the contrary, in developing countries such as those in 

SSA, many homes in rural communities are still relying on traditional biomass. With the 

anticipated industrialization and urbanization, these countries will need massive energy, 

including fossil fuels, to tackle their energy needs. The importance of fossil fuels in 

industrialization is evidenced in developed countries and their reaction to disruption in energy 

supply. For instance, historically, developed countries such as the United Kingdom were 

heavily reliant on coal to the extent that when faced with a ‘coal panic’ in the late nineteenth 

century, robust solutions were suggested including the urging of military strategists to seize 

control of coal reserves in foreign lands; and the urging of companies to drive their workers 

harder to increase the domestic production of coal.59 These suggested solutions were however 

rejected not only by unions inside Britain but also other colonial powers.60 

With energy progression, we note that developing and developed countries face different 

energy challenges. For instance, whereas in developed countries the use of biomass such as 

charcoal and firewood is predominantly historical and a topic of the nineteenth century, 

developing countries such as those in SSA, in contrast, on the other hand, are still struggling 

with a reliance on traditional energy.61 The focus of SSA countries is access to electricity. We 

note that electricity in its natural form tends to appear as lighting and static, the technological 

advances have enabled primary sources of energy such as coal, nuclear power, running water 

and of late renewable energy sources to provide this electricity. In this respect, for a country 

with more than 80% of the population lacking electricity, the focus will not entirely be on the 

kind of primary energy used to provide this electricity, but instead on ensuring that people shift 

from wood and biomass usage. 

The main aim of energy progression, therefore, is recognizing the progressive character of 

energy use, implying that it has to happen gradually and in different stages. This, in essence, 

implies that, in all these stages, there should be adequate support at the national, regional and 

international levels through among others the availability of finances and technology to ensure 
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that countries progress from one form of energy to another. With energy progression, we pay 

extra attention to the energy access challenges on the African continent; the role of fossil fuels 

in industrialization; the role of fossil fuels in urbanization; the role of fossil fuels in meeting 

the domestic energy demand from the anticipated population growth. In this respect, while 

advocating for clean technology to utilize fossil fuels, we advocate for more funding to support 

African countries develop and capitalize their fossil fuels. With energy progression, we also 

call upon climate change activists to be considerate and think of the many people who are 

relying on less than one dollar a day due to lack of access to modern energy. Most importantly, 

with energy progression, there is an urgent need to address energy access challenges.62 

Indeed, in 2023, the impacts of energy progression have manifested themselves not only in 

developing countries but also the developed countries. On Monday the 31st of July, 2023, the 

UK government announced plans to allow a big expansion of drilling for oil and gas in the 

North Sea. The Prime Minister, Rishi Sunak was hopeful that, Monday that he hoped the 

plans would provide the UK with domestically-sourced energy while it transitions to a 

net zero economy by 2050.63 The Prime Minister further emphasised that the UK needs 

more oil and gas for their economy.64 

In conclusion, it is clear that whereas the energy transition initiatives are focused on shifting 

to a low carbon economy, the 21st century energy challenges have proved that both the 

developing and developed world still need fossil fuels for their economic development.  

 

 

 
62 Nalule, V.R., 2021. How to respond to energy transitions in Africa: introducing the energy progression 

dialogue. Energy Transitions and the Future of the African Energy Sector: Law, Policy and Governance, 
pp.3-35. 

63 CNN BUSINESS NEWS, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-

licenses/index.html. Last accessed on 01/08/203 

64 CNN BUSINESS NEWS, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-

licenses/index.html. Last accessed on 01/08/203 

https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/07/31/energy/sunak-north-sea-oil-gas-licenses/index.html

